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 ACE Research Vignette: Different strokes for different folks - 
Classification Of entrepreneurial musicians and their use of online social 
networks 
 
This series of research vignettes is aimed at sharing current and interesting research findings from our team of 
international Entrepreneurship researchers. In this vignette Dr Maria Kaya and Associate Professor Paul Steffens consider 
both the classification of musicians and their use of online social networks. 
 
Background and Research Question 
 
The explosion in the use of online social networks like MySpace.com and Facebook is an important technical and cultural 
phenomenon that provides a new set of entrepreneurial opportunities. Internet technology allows artists to introduce 
their music to a potentially enormous audience at low cost without necessarily affiliating with a major recording label. 
The design of digital music software encourages the discovery of new music. Sites with larger libraries of songs are the 
most successful. This, in turn, creates many opportunities for independent bands. Emerging musicians have been among 
the first to exploit this new market opportunity – and indeed, many have used it successfully. A recent study Carter (2009) 
reveals that independent musicians who earned the most returns had an online presence on multiple social online sites 
and services such as MySpace and Facebook. These web pages are leveraged to build fan bases and develop different 
types of revenue streams. Yet, little is currently known about discovery or exploitation of such opportunities.  We 
investigate (a) which independent musicians (artists that are unsigned by a record label) discover different types of 
opportunities in this emerging digital landscape? and (b) how do those musicians successfully exploit different kinds of 
opportunities?  We develop a schema of musicians based on both their attitudes towards the business of music and their 
internet usage habits.  
 
Figure 1. Schema of Music Entrepreneurs 
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How we investigated this 
 
We draw on a well known framework in Entrepreneurship – the individual / opportunity nexus (Shane and Venkataraman, 
2000) that suggests that entrepreneurial endeavours depend on the synergy or fit between the individual’s knowledge, 
abilities and attitudes and the nature of the opportunity. We employ this framework to understand how individual 
differences in musicians in respect of their attitudes and abilities impact on their utilisation of online social networks. To 
 investigate this we collected data from multiple sources. We organized four industry Digital Music Think Tanks in 
cooperation with the Australian Music Council. Each was a day-long event aimed at capturing perspectives and best 
practice examples from the participants. We supplemented these think tanks with a series of 19 interviews with 
independent artists of various genres and managers at major labels. This data was triangulated with secondary data - 
industry and government reports concerning the music industry and reports and statistics from online social networks. 
 
What we found 
 
Musicians can be characterized into four distinct groups according how they discover and exploit opportunities presented 
by online social networks:  
 
1. old school artistic purists  - passionate musicians and who will “not sell their souls to business”. They clearly resist 
online activities and do not perceive the internet as an opportunity to promote their music.  
2. independence seekers  - musicians whose primary interest is music but who also acknowledge the role online 
activities play in the modern music industry. They actively use some forms of social media but often see it as a 
distraction from making music,  
3. major label seekers  - musicians who are looking to make money from their music and regard the traditional 
pathway of getting signed by a label as the way to get there. In this context online activities are seen as an 
opportunity of creating a certain critical mass, for example, 1,000 downloads of a certain track per day. This is 
used to demonstrate to music labels the potential future success of the band, 
4. digital era enthusiasts  - musicians who revel in the business side of music and actively utilize on-line 
engagement with fans. The different types of artists need to reflect on their behaviour concerning social 
networks to understand how they can best utilize these sites for their artistic and business purposes. There is no 
“one size fits all” type of solution. 
 
Business and Policy Advice 
 
While live touring still remains crucial to build a credible fan base and to monetize music, music managers should 
promote their artists online as well as offline to maximize the possible outcome of success. Currently very little money is 
made through on-line music sales for most independent artists, however online activities should not be neglected, as they 
are supportive in building fan bases – both locally and globally. For those artists that choose to do so, online engagement 
with fans can form an important part of the “total artist experience”. When promoting artists online, managers need to 
be cautious in not overdoing it. They can provide support, but should leave the lead to the artist as the main driver in the 
communication process with the fan base. Online communication and engagement with fans needs to be tailored to the 
individual artist. 
 
Similarly, support programs for musicians should recognize that musicians will prefer to use social online networks in 
different ways. Programs should be tailored to cater to all types of artists.  
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